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Building Better Communities 

HOW THE CHURCH CAN AID UNDERSTANDING AND BRING 
ABOUT RECONCILIATION WITH GYPSIES AND TRAVELLERS 

Our Lady of Good Counsel parish, Wickford was host to this day 
Conference on 9th May. Over 80 people filled Our Lady's Hall with a 
buzz of positive energy as the Anglican Bishop of Chelmsford, John 
Gladwin and the Catholic Bishop of Brentwood, Thomas McMahon, 
opened proceedings. Bishop John read from Hebrews chapter 11 , 13- 
17 which seemed especially relevant to the difficult situation of many 
Travellers . Bishop Thomas asked us to reflect on how the Church can 
reach out to mediate between “settled”, Gypsy and Traveller 
communities. 

There followed a fascinating power point presentation by Nick Williams 
on the cultural history of Gypsies and Travellers. It would be helpful if 
this could be shown to Faith communities throughout the UK as a 
starting point in creating greater understanding of these marginalised 
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ethnic groups. 

Despite the interest engendered by Nick's account several of the Dale 
Farm Travellers had to leave the Hall to take calls from relations and 
friends at the High Court . By coincidence at that moment Mr Justice 
Andrew Collins was giving his Judgement on the Judicial Review of 
Basildon District Council's decision last December to evict 86 families 
from Dale Farm and 15 from Hovefields, both sites near Wickford. Dale 
Farm is the largest partly unauthorised, Traveller site in the UK, the 
increase in numbers over recent years resulting from the national deficit 
in authorised site provision and evictions from sites elsewhere in the 
country. Before starting his presentation Cllr. Richard Bennett 
announced Mr. Justice Collins' main conclusions: that in making its 
decision to evict Basildon District Council had not taken into 
consideration sufficiently the impact on individual family situations - 
severe physical illnesses, vulnerable children and older people and the 
fact that they had nowhere to move to because of the lack of authorised 
sites. The Hall erupted into cheers and some tears as it sank in that the 
families had won a reprieve although the Council has the right of 
appeal. 

We then settled down to Cllr. Bennett's thought provoking presentation 
on The Reasons for Conflict which examined the myths and prejudices 
underpinning the animosity between “settled” and Traveller 
communities. Cllr. Bennett speaks to schools, colleges, statutory 
services groups on this subject and we were privileged to hear his 
moving account of the harsh reality many Travellers face on a daily 
basis. 

Those attending included Priests, Nuns, Vicars, Ministers and lay 
members from parishes across Essex, Suffolk Cambridge, Kent and 
Thames Gateway, Head Teachers, representatives from the Catholic 
Bishops Conference, Bishop of Chelmsford Office, Gypsies for Christ, 
Gypsy Council, Equality Commission, Dale Farm Travellers, Essex 
County Council Home Education Service, SW Essex Primary Care 
Trust, Brentwood Diocesan Commission for Justice and Social 
Responsibility, Traveller Law Reform Project, Help the Aged, Wickford 
Police as well as TV and Press reporters. 

Given the numbers and wide range of interests they represented, the 
questions and discussion which followed could have gone on much 
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longer. People described their experiences of campaigning and 
working with Travellers and Gypsies, Nick and Richard commented and 
offered suggestions. Bishop Thomas asked to be given further details 
when someone described the obstacles some Slovakian Roma parents 
were facing in gaining places for their children in Catholic schools. 

There was a suggestion that sympathetic “settled” residents could 
volunteer to act as Human Rights Monitors at evictions which have 
been documented as often needlessly traumatic and brutal. Fr. John 
Glynn's housekeeper spoke movingly of witnessing what appeared to 
have been discriminatory behaviour towards a pregnant Traveller 
woman at a local hospital clinic; Richard agreed to investigate the 
possibility of giving a presentation to the staff on the special needs of 
this minority group. 

The lively discussion carried on during lunch; typically at the start of the 
day when the Travellers had seen the numbers arriving, they had 
rushed out returning with extra supplies of food which were very much 
appreciated. People had time to look at some fine posters designed by 
Traveller, Gypsy and Roma children as well as photos of the new Dale 
Farm Community and IT Centre opened by Lord Avebury and blessed 
by Fr. John Glynn on 3 rd May. 

The afternoon started with the Revd. Michael Hore speaking about 
conflict resolution, the need to acknowledge how fear is a powerful 
motivator and the importance of creating a safe place for people from 
different groups to meet and start to build bridges. Revd. Hore gave 
examples of the slow, difficult process of mediation and the sometimes 
surprising changes of heart he had witnessed. He stressed that 
Churches are uniquely positioned to act as agents for conflict resolution 
as they are seen as non-partisan by the often highly political special 
interest groups representing “settled” residents, Travellers and Gypsies. 

Father John Glynn then gave a riveting account of being Our Lady of 
Good Counsel's parish priest meeting the spiritual and pastoral needs 
of a mixed group of “settled” and Traveller parishioners. He made the 
point that he had had no need to seek out the Travellers, they had come 
to the church. Over time and not without difficulties and 
misunderstandings, progress had been made. Travellers had 
contributed greatly to the spiritual and social life of the parish. Four 
Dale Farm Travellers were now Eucharistic Ministers. The Traveller 
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community show unfailing generosity whenever special appeals are 
made for the parish projects in South Africa, Malawi, Uganda and India 
as well as local charities. Fr. John stressed the respect and trust 
Travellers show him and Sr. Catherine which help to sustain him 
through all the difficulties of meeting the needs of his parish. 

Richard Sheridan of Dale Farm and Chair of the Gypsy Council, had 
planned to speak but had had to go to the High Court . We listened 
instead to the account of a man who described the hardships and 
kindnesses he had encountered as a Gypsy in a moving and humorous 
account , he has recently been forced to leave his home because of the 
2012 Olympics building work in East London. 

The day ended with a blessing by Bishop Thomas and the feeling that 
we still had more to learn and share; the contacts made will hopefully 
continue to help promote understanding and witness for justice and 
harmony in all of our communities. 

At the conclusion of the meeting, several of the Conference participants 
accepted the Travellers’ invitation to visit Dale Farm. 

Ann Kobayashi 
Our Lady of Good Counsel Parish 


